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DEVELOPING STORM 


Addicks and Barker dams have protected Houston since the 1940s. Development 
and bigger storms have stressed the earthen structures. Hurricane Harvey pushed 
them to the brink — and exposed their vulnerabilities. 


Jon Shapley / Houston Chronicle 
The Army Corps is building new outlet works at Addicks Dam. The structure’s broader problems are yet to be addressed. 


Officials patched and prayed 
while pressure built on dams 


By Mihir Zaveri 


A freak March storm 
dumped 10 inches of rain on 
Houston in just six hours, 
causing widespread flooding. 
The vast reservoirs behind 
Addicks and Barker dams, 
already swollen from earlier 
downpours, filled with fresh 
runoff. 

The earthen dams had 
been Houston’s main defense 
against catastrophic floods 
since the 1940s. Never before 
had they held back so much 
water. 

The year was 1992, and the 
Ash Wednesday deluge put a 
scare into city and county lead- 
ers and the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers. The dams were not 


stream was sending more run- 
off into the reservoirs. Devel- 
opment downstream limited 
how much could be released 
through the dams’ outlets. 
Something had to be done. 
The Army Corps studied 
the possibilities and, in 1995, 
listed 10 options. They includ- 
ed deepening the reservoirs, 
adding new reservoirs and 
buying out property owners. 
Which did the Corps recom- 
mend? 
“Accept existing conditions 
and risk through No Action.” 
Time and again over the 
years, the region’s public offi- 
cials and Army Corps leaders 
— presented with evidence of 
the mounting pressure on Ad- 
dicks and Barker — opted to 


In a series of reports since 
the early 1990s, experts out- 
lined the problems and iden- 
tified potential remedies. 
Each time, decision makers 
concluded that the situation 
wasn’t quite bad enough to 
justify major corrective mea- 
sures. 

In August, Hurricane Har- 
vey dumped more than 50 
inches of rain on Houston, 
pushing Addicks and Barker 
to the brink. To prevent a 
breach, the Corps released bil- 
lions of gallons into an already 
flooded city, inundating thou- 
sands of homes downstream. 
Upstream, thousands of other 
properties were drenched by 
the reservoirs. 


Harvey’s overwhelming 


of the crisis. But decades of 
official inaction and procras- 
tination played an important 
role, the Chronicle found af- 
ter reviewing public records 
on the dams and interviewing 
experts and officials familiar 
with their history. 

If the county, the state and 
the Corps had pursued even 
some of the remedies proposed 
over the years, the devastating 
releases of water during Har- 
vey might not have been neces- 
sary — or might not have had 
to be so large. 

“The floods come up. But 
then the sun comes out,” said 
U.S. Rep. Ted Poe, a Houston 
Republican whose district 
includes areas upstream and 
downstream of Addicks. “The 
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» See interactive graphics and catch up on the series at houstonchronicle.com/developingstorm 
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Plan upends longtime 
premise that buying 
is better for society 


By Conor Dougherty 
NEW YORK TIMES 


For decades, the tax code has 
been filled with rewards for ho- 
meownership. Tax breaks en- 
courage people to get into first 
homes and to trade up as they 
get older, building a national 
mindset that you’re never quite 
middle class until you’ve quali- 
fied for a mortgage. 

It amounts toa vast social en- 
gineering project that assumes 
society is better off with own- 
ers instead of renters. But the 
tax bill making its way toward 
final passage is upending that 
premise. 

The bill will increase many 
homeowners’ monthly housing 
costs by scaling back deductions 
that allow them to reduce mort- 
gage interest and property tax- 
es. And by roughly doubling the 
standard deduction, it reduces 
the incentive to buy homes by 
making far fewer homeown- 
ers eligible for preferential tax 
treatment. 

Today, a little under half of 
U.S. homes are worth enough 
to justify itemizing mortgage 
interest and property taxes. 
Under the tax legislation, that 

Homeowner continues on A11 


Buyers see 
Bitcoin as 
the future 


By Andrea Rumbaugh 


Sheldon Weisfeld spent the 
afternoon servicing Bitcoin 
ATMs, moving dollars fed into 
the machine for purchasing 
Bitcoin to the side that spits out 
cash when customers sell some 
of the suddenly popular cur- 
rency. 

He’s been doing a lot more of 
that the past six months as the 
so-called “digital gold” jumped 
in value by roughly $15,000 and 
the number of new customers at 
his three machines here tripled. 
For many, it’s a tangible way to 
dabble in an ethereal financial 
system. 

“They realize this is not Mo- 
nopoly money,” said Weisfeld, 
CEO of Houston-based Coin- 
Vault ATM. “This is real, hard 
U.S. dollars. This is a game 
changer.” 

Early adopters of the elec- 
tronic currency, created in 

Bitcoin continues on A13 


Enthusiasts show they’re crazy for Christmas by decking halls, walls... 


By Diane Cowen 


Dozens of nutcrackers from 
all over the world are lined up 
in orderly rows on shelves and 
fireplace mantels. Hundreds 
of Santas, from those that walk 
and talk to others who merely sit 
still, lurk in every corner of these 
spacious homes. 

There are tables so laden with 
faux snow and glowing ceramic 
villages that you might mistake 
a foyer or dining room for a holi- 
day store. 

Christmas hasn’t just arrived 


“You have to see it to believe 
it. ... In three to four days the 
whole house changes. ... She 
is a Christmas ninja.” 

Emad Elrafie, on wife Nagwa Osman 


— it has taken over. 

If you thought the millions 
of strings of outdoor lights and 
parade of inflatable decorations 
in yards have become the big- 
gest holiday displays in town, 
you likely haven’t peeked inside 
homes of some of the city’s most 


passionate Christmas enthusi- 
asts. 

In Nagwa Osman’s 
6,000-square-foot home in The 
Woodlands, you'll find every 
imaginable holiday decoration, 
from sacred Nativity scenes 
carved from olive wood from the 
Holy Land to glitter-bound men 
in red whose suits are trimmed 
in faux fur. 

Although Osman is quiet 
and modest, she’ll proudly tell 
you that her store-bought items 
often just aren’t glitzy enough. 

Christmas continues on A30 


Nagwa 
Osman finds 
joy in being 
surrounded 
by the 
copious 
Christmas 
decorations 
she has 
collected 

in her 
Woodlands 
home. 

Brett Coomer / 
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